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Introduction
“Female-headed households (FHHs)” have been 
given attention due to its increase over time and its 
possible vulnerability or poverty. In many rural Sub-
Saharan African societies, the subsistence economy, 
which tended to be completed based on gender 
division of labor, was the context of “FHHs” to be 
considered vulnerable. However, the vulnerability of 
FHHs needs to be revisited as the economies, societies, 
and livelihoods face changes in these communities.
(1) Previous research
It is sometimes assumed that FHHs are more 
vulnerable or poorer than MHHs1, but in fact, the 
reality is more complex. According to research on 19 
countries in Sub-Sahara Africa, there is no consistent 
evidence that indicates that FHHs are poorer than 
MHHs2. 
Previous research on Tanzania also indicated a 
mixed picture of poverty and vulnerability of FHHs. 
Poverty and vulnerability of FHHs were emphasized 
in a participatory poverty assessment implemented 
in 1995 with World Bank support.3 On the other 
hand, qualitative research, also financed by the World 
Bank, indicated that although FHHs have less land, 
livestock, and assets (watch, bicycle, radio, etc.), their 
consumption level is not necessarily lower than that 
of male-headed households (MHHs).4 Percentage of 
poverty was higher for MHHs although the difference 
showed a decrease over time: headcount ratio based 
on basic needs poverty was 39.1 percent for MHHs 
in comparison to 35.5 for FHHs in 1991/92, which 
became 35.8 percent for MHHs and 35.7 for FHHs in 
2000/01.5
A research which analyzed FHHs of the 
Nyamwezi in Tabora Region, western Tanzania, 
differentiating unmarried female-heads, divorced or 
separated female-heads, widowed female-heads, and 
husband-related female-heads, also indicated that 
not all FHHs are “poor.” Furthermore, unmarried, 
divorced/separated, or husband-related situations were 
interpreted as steps in their life cycle, and their various 
livelihoods were indicated. In addition, the research 
indicated that many women heads of households chose 
to live without a partner.6
Differences in situations are also visible between 
women of FHHs and MHHs in southeast Tanzania. 
FHHs seem to have vulnerability on the one hand, but 
also have creative ways to maneuver their livelihoods. 
This article focuses on both vulnerability and creative 
maneuvering of FHHs with consideration to mutual 
assistance within the community.7
(2) Definition of “FHHs”
The definition of “female-headed household 
(FHH)” has some confusion including who to consider 
the “head” of household.8 There are arguments that 
“heads” should be determined by their economic 
contribution9 or the households themselves. For 
example, the Census of Tanzania defines “head of 
households” as “a person who is acknowledged 
by other members of the same household as their 
head. … Spokesperson … one who often makes 
the decision concerning the welfare of the member 
of the household.”10 However, it also indicates that 
“Traditionally, in most Tanzania societies, men have 
predominantly been the heads of the households.”11 In 
practice, previous research on Africa including that of 
Tanzania considered households who have a male or 
couple as the most senior household member as MHH, 
whereas households with female as the most senior 
household member as FHH.12 
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Within FHHs, some are either unmarried, 
divorced, separated, or widowed (de jure), and others 
are temporary not living with their male partner, 
for example due to temporarily labor migration (de 
facto).13 Previous research includes not only de jure 
FHHs but also de facto FHHs as FHHs.14
With reference to these definitions in previous 
research, this article will define FHH as a “household 
with female-head living without a partner”. The state 
of a women being a head may derive from being 
unmarried, separation, divorce, being widowed, and 
temporarily absentness. FHHs will be identified 
based on household members. Due to limitation of 
information, the most senior15 household member will 
be consider the “head”: when a couple is the most 
senior member in the household, it will be considered 
a “couple-headed household”, but will be demarcated 
as a MHH when necessary; when a male is the most 
senior member of the household, it will be considered 
a MHH; and when a female is the oldest member of 
the household, it will be considered a FHH.16
(3) The research area
This article will analyze data on R Village, Lindi 
Rural District and M Village, Ruangwa District both of 
Lindi Region (Figure 1), located in southeast Tanzania. 
Both villages were registered in 1974, and they are 
administratively two villages.17 The total population 
of R Village is 4,941 (2,559 women and 2,382 men), 
and there are 1,320 households.18 The population of 
M Village is 5,335 (2,804 women and 2,531 men), 
and there are 1,517 households.19 Mwera is the major 
ethnic group in both villages, but M Village has an 
absolute majority, whereas in R Village, about half 
of the people are Mwera followed by Makonde. The 
major ethnic groups in southeast Tanzania, Mwera, 
Makonde, Makua, and Yao, are considered matrilineal, 
but also with patrilineal influence due to Islam and 
Ujamaa villagization. Furthermore, the clans of Mwera 
are of double descent.20
Figure 1: 20 Regions in Tanzania and Lindi Region
Source: Sakamoto, 2009a: 9
Figure 1: 20 Regions in Tanzania and Lindi Region
Source: Sakamoto, 2009a: 9
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In Tanzania, 33 percent of the households are 
female-headed, in comparison to 67 percent which 
are male-headed.21 Number of FHHs increased over 
the years, with slight bias in urban centers especially 
in mainland.22 In Lindi Rural District, 33 percent are 
FHHs; and in Ruangwa District, 32 percent are FHHs, 
which are close to the Tanzania’s national average of 
33 percent.23 
Looking in the marital status in Tanzania, 38 
percent of women were never married, 49 percent 
of women were either married or living together, six 
percent were divorced or separated, and seven percent 
were widowed.24 In Lindi Region (Figure 1), 26 
percent of the women were never married, 60 percent 
married or living together, 8.5 percent separated or 
divorced, and five percent widowed.25 Percentage of 
widowed women was less in districts of Lindi Region. 
However, percentage of divorced and separated 
women were distinctly high (8.5 percent, Figure 2), 
following Mtwara Region (11.3 percent, highest) also 
in southeast Tanzania, in comparison to the national 
average (5.5 percent).26
Furthermore, single mothers are also prevalent 
in southeast Tanzania. According to a questionnaire 
interview in Lindi Region (Figure 3) 27, many women 
are unmarried with children. The single mothers may 
or may not be heads of households, and accordingly, 
some may be included in FHHs but others in MHHs. 
However, this indicates the fact that single mothers 
are prominent in this region, thus this article will also 
analyze single mothers in addition to FHHs.
(4) The research method
The research analyzes questionnaire interviews 
and interviews on family trees done in Swahili in R 
Village (2006) and M Village (2007), focusing on 
FHHs and single mothers. Additional information is 
supplemented from observations from village field 
research and questionnaire interviews done throughout 
Lindi Region in 2001. 
The questionnaire interview research done in 
R Village (indicated as “questionnaire interview (R, 
Figure 2: Women’s Status of Marriage in Tanzania (selected districts, regions, and national)
Note: Lindi Region and its districts, regions with highest (Mtwara) and lowest (Iringa) percentage of divorced and separated women in Tanzania, 
Tabora Region (previous research) have been indicated. 
Source: Formulated from Tanzania, CCO (2004a, May), p.18; Tanzania, CCO (2004b, May), p.18; Tanzania, CCO (2004c, May), p.18; Tanzania, 
CCO (2004d, May), p.18; Tanzania, CCO (2004e, May), p.18; Tanzania, CCO (2004f, Oct), p.17; Tanzania, NBS (2006), p.40.
Figure 2: Women’s Status of Marriage in Tanzania
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Figure 3: Single Mothers (Lindi Region)
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Figure 3: Single Mothers (Lindi Region)
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2006)” in the following sections) and in M Village 
(“questionnaire interview (M, 2007)”) were based on 
a questionnaire formulated by the author based on 
observations in R Village. The interviewers were the 
author and research assistants. The interviewees were 
recruited by the Village Executive Officers (VEO), 
informant, and the author: totaling 114 people (57 
women and 57 men) with ages from 16 to 82 in R 
Village, and 100 people (52 women and 48 men) with 
ages from 17 to 85 in M Village. The interviews were 
mainly done near the homestead individually.28
Both questionnaire interviews were conscious 
about the balance between women and men, but the 
sample does not enable representation of the respective 
villages. The sample is likely to be biased to women 
and men living near the center of the village where 
the administrative office and the market are located. 
Furthermore, they are likely to have a relatively good 
relationship with the VEO, informant, or the author. 
Therefore, this research captures the livelihoods of 
FHHs in administrative, economic, and geographical 
centers of the two villages.  
The family trees have been formulated based 
on interviews in R Village and M Villages in 2006 
and 2007. Interviewees were asked the name, birth 
year, ethnic group name, clan name of all the family 
members and relatives of his/her lineage to the extent 
he/she remembers. As a result, 11 family trees in 
R Village and 10 family trees in M Village were 
formulated. The family trees consist from five to ten 
generations, and from 27 to 188 family members.29
This article re-analyzes general field research 
which were not necessarily aimed at understanding 
the situation of FHHs and single mothers. Therefore, 
there are limitations in the information to fully capture 
the characteristics of FHHs and single mothers. In 
this context, the article will present areas for further 
research, and make recommendations for the research 
method as well.
(5) Structure of the article
This article is structured as following. Firstly, 
FHHs and single mothers in the questionnaire 
interviews (R, 2006; M, 2007) will be identified based 
on household members living in together. Secondly, 
the characteristics ― such as average age, ethnic 
groups, livelihoods, average number of household 
members, and ownership of farm and cattle ― of the 
identified FHHs and single mothers will be confirmed. 
Thirdly, the vulnerability of FHHs and single mothers 
on food security will be analyzed. Their livelihood 
strategies in the case of food shortage will be analyzed 
with consideration to the mutual assistance within the 
village. Based on this analysis, vulnerability/security 
and livelihood strategies of FHHs and single mothers 
within the community will be illustrated, focusing on 
food. 
Lastly, family trees and field observations will 
be re-analyzed focusing on FHHs and single mothers. 
Their characteristics will be captured from a different 
perspective. Furthermore, research methodologies 
to understand FHHs and single mothers will also be 
considered.
   
I. FHHs and Single Mothers: From questionnaire 
interviews
This section categorizes the interviewees of the 
questionnaire interviews (R, 2006; M, 2007) based on 
the household structure, and identifies FHHs and single 
mothers. Based on the categorization, characteristics, 
vulnerability towards food security, and livelihoods 
strategies will be analyzed for the identified FHHs and 
single mothers.
1. Identification of FHHs and Single Mothers
The interviewees are categorized by seven types 
of households in Table 1a. The major information 
emphasized is the availability of spouses and children.
1. One-person household without a partner or a child
2. Household with grandchild(ren) or/and relative(s) 
without a partner or a child
3. Women/men with child(ren) without a partner 
4. Couple household without a child
5. Nuclear household, living with a partner and 
child(ren)
6. Extended household, living with a partner, 
child(ren), and other relative or household member
7. Polygamy household, living with plural partners.
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As indicated in the Introduction, the most senior family 
member is considered the “head” of the household, 
and FHHs and MHHs are categorized based on the sex 
of the “head”.30 When a couple is the most senior, the 
household is considered “couple-headed” to the extent 
possible, but has been demarcated into MHH when 
necessary. There were also two male interviewees 
living with their mothers. In light of the objective of 
the article and their limited presence, this article did 
not differentiate male interviewees based on the sex of 
the household head, therefore, did not include them in 
the FHHs.
Based on the above principles, women in 
one-person households can be identified as in FHHs, 
and household types 4 to 6 can be identified as 
“couple-headed households (MHHs)”. However, 
household types 2 and 3 need further categorization 
for identifying the head of the household. As for 
a polygyny family, the household is included in 
household type 3 and not type 7 when the female 
interviewee did not consider that she was living with 
her husband. Interviewees were identified as “single 
mothers” when she was living with child(ren) without 
a partner. Although maritus status should have been 
considered, it was not possible due to the limitation 
of the collected data. Therefore, the single mothers 
identified in the questionnaire interviews are in 
quotation marks (“  ”).
Table 1b indicates the number of interviewees 
per types of households. There are three women of 
one-person household in R Village, and four in M 
Village. There are four women in households with 
grandchildren or/and relatives without a partner nor 
a child in R Village, and five in M Village. There are 
21 women with children without a partner (“single 
mothers”) in R Village, and 10 in M Village.
Table 1a: Types of Households
Table 1b: No. of Interviewees per Types of Households
Table 1a: Types of Households
Household type Partner Child
Interviewee
Woman Man
1. One-person No No FHH MHH
2. With 
grandchild/ 
relative
No No F/MHH MHH
3. Woman/man 
with child
No Yes F/MHH MHH
4. Couple Yes No Couple-(M)HH Couple-
(M)/FHH
5. Nuclear Yes Yes Couple-(M)HH Couple-
(M)HH
6. Extended Yes Yes Couple-(M)HH Couple-
(M)HH
7. Polygamy Yes Yes Couple-(M)HH Couple-
(M)HH
l  : . f I tervie e  r  of seholds
Household type Partner Child
R Village M Village
TotalWoman Man Woman Man
1. One-person No No 3 6 4 3 16
2. With grandchild/ 
relative
No No 4 2 5 0 12
3. Woman/man* 
with child
No Yes 21 3 10 0 33
4. Couple Yes No 3 12 2 10 27
5. Nuclear Yes Yes 16 21 26 24 87
6. Extended Yes Yes 10 9 5 8 32
7. Polygamy Yes Yes 0* 4 0 3 7
Total 57 57 52 48 214
Note: *A wife in polygyny marriage who answered that she was not living with her husband is categorized in 3.
Source: From questionnaire interview (R, 2006; M, 2007) question no.1 “Who do you live with at home?” (Sakamoto 
2007: 36; Sakamoto 2008a: 27-28).
ote: *A wife in polygyny marriage who answered that she was not 
living with her husband is categorized in type 3.
Source: From questionnaire interview (R, 2006; M, 2007) question 
no.1 “Who do you live with at home?” (Sakamoto 2007: 36; 
Sakamoto 2008a: 27-28).
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Table 2a further categorizes type 2 (household 
with a grandchild or/and a relative without a partner 
nor a child) and type 3 (women/men with children 
without a partner ― “single mother”) households in 
order to identify FHHs. Table 2b indicates the number 
of interviewees categorized in Table 2a.
Type 2 households include one woman living 
with her uncle (R Village), two women living with her 
mother (M Village), and six women living with their 
grandchildren (3 in R Village and 3 in M Village). 
All households except the woman living with her 
uncle can be categorized as in FHHs. Women in type 
3 households living with a child without a partner 
(“single mothers”) can be categorized as in FHHs 
expect four (R Village) that live with their father/
uncle. However, they will be included in the analysis 
of “single mothers” embedded in MHHs. Among 
the 27 “single mothers” in FHHs, three live with her 
mother (M Village), 17 live on their own (10 in R 
Village and 7 in M Village) and seven live with their 
grandchildren (R village).
As indicated in Table 3, there are 42 women in 
FHHs (23 in R Village and 19 in M Village), and, 
with overlaps, 31 “single mothers” (21 in R Village 
and 10 in M Village) out of the 214 interviewees (109 
women). The analysis in the article will focus on these 
FHHs and “single mothers”. On the other hand, there 
are 67 women (34 in R Village and 33 in M Village) 
in couple-headed households (MHHs), which will be 
compared to when relevant. 
Note:*Including 1 woman in polygymy marriage.** Including 1 with 
uncle (others with father). ***Including 1 with child of brother/
sister
Source: From questionnaire interview (R, 2006; M, 2007) question 
no.1 “Who do you live with at home?” (Sakamoto 2007: 36; 
Sakamoto 2008a: 27-28). 
Table 2b: No. of FHHs and “Single Mothers”
Note:*2 men in R Village living with his mother (father absent) are 
actually in FHH; however, men are not categorized by head 
of household in this article.
Source: From questionnaire interview (R, 2006; M, 2007) question 
no.1 “Who do you live with at home?” (Sakamoto 2007: 36; 
Sakamoto 2008a: 27-28).
Table 3: FHHs and “Single Mothers” within the 
IntervieweeTable 2b: No. of FHHs and “Single Mothers”
Household 
type
Partner Child Village MHH FHH Total
With 
father/uncle
With 
mother
Alone With 
grand-
child
1. One-
person
No No R 3 3
M 4 4
T 7 7
2. With 
grand-child/ 
relatives
No No R (1**) 0 3 3
M 2 3 5
T (1**) 2 6 8
3. With child 
(“single 
mothers”)
No Yes R 4** 0 10* 7 21
M 0 3 7*** 0 10
T 4** 3 17 7 31
Total 4 (5) 5 24 13 46
Note:*Including 1 woman in polygyny marriage.** Including 1 with uncle (others with father). ***Including 1 with child of 
brother/sister
Source: From questionnaire interview (R, 2006; M, 2007) question no.1 “Who do you live with at home?” (Sakamoto 
2007: 36; Sakamoto 2008a: 27-28). 
Table 3: FHHs and “Single Mothers” within the Interviewee
Village MHH/Couple HH FHH Total
Household Men Women Women
“Single 
mothers”
R 0 4 17 21
M 0 0 10 10
T 0 4 27 31
Other R 57* 30 6 93
M 48 33 9 90
T 105 63 15 183
Total R 57 34 23 114
M 48 33 19 100
T
105
67 42
214109
Note:* 2 men in R Village living with his mother (father absent) are actually in FHH; however, men are not categorized by 
head of household in this article.
Source: From questionnaire interview (R, 2006; M, 2007) question no.1 “Who do you live with at home?” (Sakamoto 2007: 
36; Sakamoto 2008a: 27-28).
Table 2a: Household Categorization of FHHs and “Single Mothers”Table 2a: Household Categorization of FHHs and “Single Mothers”
Household 
type
With 
part-
ner
With 
child
MHH FHH
With father/uncle With mother Alone With 
grand-
child
1. One-
person
No No
2. With 
grand-
child or 
relative
No No
3. With 
child 
(“single 
mothers”)
No Yes
With 
mother
With 
grand-
child
With 
father
With 
mother
Child Brother
/sister
With 
child
* Husband 
with 
different 
wife
With 
uncle
Child ***children 
of sister 
/brother
**With uncle
Child
Child
With 
grand-
child
Key
Men Women
Interviewee Head
"Single mother" Present
Household Not present
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2. Characteristics of FHHs and “Single Mothers”
(1) Age, ethnic groups, livelihoods, and household 
members
Table 4 is the average age for FHHs and “single 
mothers”, per household types. Average age of “single 
mothers” living with their fathers or uncles is 32; 
“single mothers” living with their mothers is 33; and 
women living with their mothers without children are 
36. Thus, the average age of women living with their 
parent(s) is in their 30s. Average age of women living 
alone is 39, but includes women with age unknown 
which is not included in the average. Average age of 
“single mothers” living on their own is 46. Average 
age of women living with their grandchildren is in their 
50s: average age of women living with children and 
grandchildren is 57 and with grandchildren without 
children is 58 ― both averages include women with 
unknown age.
The ethnic groups of all interviewees (214) are 
Mwera (172), followed by Makonde (19), Makua 
(8), Ngindo (6), Ngoni (4), and Yao (2). Also within 
the FHHs and “single mothers”, Mwera (16) is the 
majority, but Makua (3) also had presence. There were 
also two Ngoni, and one Yao, Makonde, and Ngindo 
each.
Majority of the interviewees considered 
themselves farmers (177), whereas 21 considered 
themselves as in business (including 3 which did both 
farming and business). Within the FHHs and “single 
mothers”, 39 considered themselves farmers and seven 
considered themselves as in business. Within the seven 
in business, six were “single mothers”, and one was 
living alone without children.
The average household size for FHHs was 3.3 
in R Village and 4.0 in M Village, which was smaller 
compared to 4.6 in R Village and 5.4 in M Village for 
MHHs. The tendency for FHHs to have less family 
members than MHHs is consistent with previous 
research on Tanzania, and the situation in many other 
African countries.31 The average household size for 
“single mothers” is 3.9 in R Village, and 4.5 in M 
Village, which is more than FHHs, but less than 
MHHs. 
(2) Ownership of Livestock and Farm Land
In southeast Tanzania, livestock is not used as 
bride wealth, and the environment was not suitable 
for cattle, therefore, ownership of cattle is a relatively 
recent phenomenon.
Note: *Includes women with unknown age, not calculated in the 
average.
Source: Calculated from questionnaire interview (R, 2006; M, 2007) 
question no.0-2 “sex and age” and no.1 “Who do you live 
with at home?” (Sakamoto 2007: 35, 36; Sakamoto 2008a: 
26, 27-28).
Table 4: Average Age of FHHs and “Single Mothers”
Table 4: Average Age of FHHs and “Single Mothers”
Household type
With 
part-
ner
With 
child
MHH FHH
With father/uncle With 
mother
Alone With 
grand-
child
1. One-person No No 39*
2. With 
grandchild/
relative
No No 36 58*
3. With child 
(“single mothers”)
No Yes 32 33 46 57*
Note: *Includes women with unknown age, not calculated in the average.
Source: Calculated from questionnaire interview (R, 2006; M, 2007) question no.0-2 “sex and age” and no.1 “Who do 
you live with at home?” (Sakamoto 2007: 35, 36; Sakamoto 2008a: 26, 27-28).
 SAKAMOTO Kumko
Figure 4 indicates the ownership of livestock 
based on the sex of the interviewee and the household-
head. In both villages, there are more interviewees 
that do not own livestock. Furthermore, ownership of 
livestock by women of FHHs is limited to four women 
in R Village and five women in M Village.32 
Figure 5 indicates how they own livestock by 
the sex of the interviewees and household-heads. All 
women in FHHs except one in R Village owning them 
with her child, claimed ownership on their own.
Generally, in the two village centers, types of 
livestock owned are chicken (51%), goats (19%), 
followed by cows, ducks, and pigeons. In R Village, 
chicken is owned by 33 interviewees: the average 
number of chickens owned by an interviewee is 
11.4, ranging from 1 to 40. Goats are owned by 11 
interviewees: the average number of goats are nine, 
ranging from 3 to 18. There is one interviewee who 
owned three cows. Other livestock are ducks by two 
interviewees, and pigeons by one interviewee. In M 
Village, chicken is owned by 16 interviewees: average 
number of chickens is 6.4, ranging from 1 to 20. There 
were five goat owners among the interviewees, with 
the average of four goats, ranging from 1 to 11 goats. 
Four interviewees owned cows, the number ranging 
from two to three cows. Other livestock were ducks by 
two interviewees, and pigeon, cat, and guinea fowl by 
one interviewee each.
In Table 5, livestock type and number is indicated 
for FHHs and “single mothers” that own livestock. 
Although not many FHHs or “single mothers” 
owned livestock, some of the few women that owned 
livestock owned many. For example, there was a 
65-years-old woman in R Village that owned 10 goats 
with a child, which is above average. There was also a 
“single mother” embedded in a MHH who owned 18 
goats alone, which accounts to the most goats within 
the interviewees in R Village. Also in M Village, 
37-years-old woman is one of the few cow owner; 
and an elderly woman (age unknown) living with her 
grandchild also owns a goat in addition to chicken. 
These examples indicate that although only a small 
percentage of women in FHHs own livestock, there are 
few FHHs and “single mothers” who have much more 
than average.
Note: In brackets are ages of interviewees.
Source: From answers to questionnaire interview (R, 2006; M, 2007) 
question no.7 “Do you have livestock?”, “If ‘yes’, what kind?” 
(Sakamoto 2007: 41, Sakamoto 2008a: 30).
Table 5: Types and No. of Livestock Owned by FHHs 
and “Single Mothers”Table 5: Types and No. of Livestock Owned by FHHs and “Single Mothers”
Village
Living with:
Ownership
Father 
and child
Mother and 
child
Child Child and 
grandchild
Alone Only 
grandchild
R No. 1 2 1 1
Alone Business 
(41): 18
goats
Business (34): 2 
chickens; 
Agriculture(40): 
4 chickens
Agriculture 
(60): 5 
chickens
With child Agriculture 
(65): 10
goats
M No. 1 3 1
Alone Agriculture 
(26):
1 chicken
Agriculture?37): 
2 chickens and 
2 cows;
Agriculture (68): 
4 chickens; 
Agriculture(35): 
2 chickens
Agriculture 
(unknown): 3 
chickens, 1
goat
Note: In brackets are ages of the interviewees.
Source: From answers to questionnaire interview (R, 2006; M, 2007) question no.7 “Do you have livestock?”,
“If ‘yes’, what kind?” (Sakamoto 2007: 41, Sakamoto 2008a: 30).
Figure 4: Ownership of Livestock
(by sex of interviewee/household-head)
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Source: Calculated from answers to the questionnaire interview (R, 
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Figure 5: Ownership of Livestock 
(by sex of interviewee/household-head)
12
9 5
1
33
1
5
4
5
0 2 4 6 8 10 12 14 16 18
With child (R Village)
Alone (M Village)
Alone (R Village)
With partner (M Village)
With partner (R Village)
Men
Women in Couple-Headed Household
Women in FHHs
Source: Calculated from answers to the questionnaire interviews (R, 2006; ?, 2007) on “ownership” to interviewees who 
answered “Yes” to question no.7, “Do you have livestock?” (Sakamoto 2007: 41, Sakamoto 2008a: 30).
Figure 5: Ownership of Livestock 
(by sex of interviewee/household-head)
Source: Calculated from answers to the questionnaire interviews 
(R, 2006; M, 2007) on “ownership” to interviewees who 
answered “Yes” to question no.7, “Do you have livestock?” 
(Sakamoto 2007: 41, Sakamoto 2008a: 30).
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Figure 6a indicates the ownership or usage of 
farms in R Village. Those who own farms “with 
their partners” are men and women in couple-headed 
households ― an easily assumed result with the male-
heads not present in FHHs. On the other hand, most 
of the women in FHHs own farm land on their own. 
There are a few men and women who do not have 
farm land, including two women in FHHs. They 
are both elderly women (age unknown), living with 
their grandchildren experiencing food shortage (to be 
discussed in the following section): one engages in 
agriculture and the other in business
Figure 6b for M Village also indicates that many 
men and women in couple-headed households own 
their farm with their partners, whereas most women 
in FHHs own their farm on their own. Other styles of 
ownership by women in FHHs are with their family (2), 
with their neighbor (2), and no farm (1). The woman 
without a farm is an elderly woman (age unknown) 
living alone, and experiences food shortage.
Figure 6a: Ownership/Usage of Farms
(R Village, by sex of interviewee/household-head)
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Figure 6a: Ownership/Usage of Farms
(R Village, by sex of interviewee/household-head)
Note: P=0.000, **p<0.01
Source: Calculated from Questionnaire interview (R, 2006) question 
no.5, “Whose land do you farm on?” (multiple choice, 
Sakamoto 2007: 39).
Figure 6b: Ownership/Usage of Farms
(M Village, by sex of interviewee/household-head)
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Figure 6b: Ownership/Usage of Farms
 (M Village, by sex of int rviewe /household-head)
Note: P=0.000, **p<0.01
Source: Calculated from Questionnaire interview (M, 2007) question 
no.5, “Whose land do you farm on?” (multiple choice, 
Sakamoto 2008a: 29).
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Figure 7a: Food Shortage and Sufficiency
 (R Village, by sex of interviewee/household-head)
Note: P=0.008, *p<0.05
Source: Calculated from questionnaire interview (R, 2006) question no.12, “In your household, was 
food sufficient throughout the year (2004-2006)?” (Sakamoto 2007: 43).
Figure 7a: Food Shortage and Sufficiency
(R Village, by sex of interviewee/household-head)
No. of interviewees
Food shortage, 19
Food shortage, 23
Food shortage, 23
Food shortage, 46
Food shortage, 39
Food sufficient*, 11
Food sufficient*, 18
Food sufficient*, 11
Food sufficient*, 2
0 10 20 30 40 50 60
"Single mothers"
Women in FHHs*
Women in Couple-Headed
Households
Women
Men
Sex of interviewee/
household
Food shortage
Food sufficient*
Note: P=0.008, *p<0.05 (statistically significant)
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Figure 7b: Food Shortage and Sufficiency
 (R Village, by sex of interviewee/household-head)
Note: P=0.222 (no statistical significance) 
Source: Calculated from questionnaire interview (M, 2007) question no.12, “In your household, 
was food sufficient throughout the year (2004-2006)?” (Sakamoto 2008a: 31-32) .
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3. Food Access of FHHs and “Single Mothers”
In this section, food accessibility of FHHs 
and “single mothers” will be analyzed based on the 
household types and categories.
(1) Access to food
Figure 7 indicates the answers to the question 
“In your household, was food sufficient throughout 
the year?” based on the sex of the interviewee 
and household-head, and “single mothers”. Most 
households experienced food shortage, but this was 
especially prevalent in M Village (Figure 7b). In 
both villages (Figures 7a and 7b), more women than 
men indicated food shortages, but the difference is 
more significant based on sex of the household, and 
all women in FHHs experience food shortage. Most 
“single mothers” experience food shortage, except for 
two in R Village (Figure 7a). The two food sufficient 
“single mothers” live with their fathers (the child’s 
grandfather), embedded in MHHs.
No. of Interviewees
No. of Interviewees
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Figure 8a: Average Months of Food Shortage
(R Village, by sex of interviewee/household-head)
4.9
5.1
3.1
3.9
3.3
0 1 2 3 4 5 6
"Single mothers"
Women in FHHs
Women in Couple-
Headed Households
Women
Men
Months
Source: Calculated from answers for the previous year (2005) to a questionnaire interview (R, 2006) question no.12A “Which 
months did you have sufficient/insufficient food?” (from January 2004 to August 2006), to 85 respondents who 
answered food was insufficient in question no.12 (Sakamoto 2007: 43).
Figure 8a: Average Months of Food Shortage
 (R Village, by sex of interviewee/h usehold-head)
Source: Calculated from answers for the previous year (2005) to a 
questionnaire interview (R, 2006) question no.12A “Which 
months did you have sufficient/insufficient food?” (from 
January 2004 to August 2006), to 85 respondents who 
answered food was insufficient in question no. 12 (Sakamoto 
2007: 43).
Figure 8b: Average Months of Food Shortage
(M Village, by sex of interviewee/household-head)
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Source: Calculated from answers for the previous year (2006) to a questionnaire interview (M, 2007) question no.12A “Which 
months did you have sufficient/insufficient food?” (from January 2006 to August 2007), to 92 respondents who answered 
food was insufficient in question no.12 (Sakamoto 2008a: 32).
Figure 8b: Average Months of Food Shortage
 (M Village, by sex of interviewee/household-head)
Source: Calculated from answers for the previous year (2006) to a 
questionnaire interview (M, 2007) question no.12A “Which 
months did you have sufficient/insufficient food?” (from 
January 2006 to August 2007), to 92 respondents who 
answered food was insufficient in question no.12 (Sakamoto 
2008a: 32).
Figure 8 is the average months of food shortage 
for the previous year among the interviewees who 
indicated food shortage. The average is indicated by 
sex of the interviewee, sex of the household-head, and 
“single mothers”.
In R Village (Figure 8a), women in FHHs have 
the longest average food shortage of 5.1 months, 
followed by 4.9 months of “single mothers”. 
According to further categorization of household 
members (Figure 9a), elderly women living with 
children and grandchildren have the longest average 
months of 7.1, and can be considered vulnerable from 
the perspective of food shortage. 
Looking into M Village (Figure 8b), women in 
couple-headed households have the longest average 
food shortage of 4.8 months. However, further 
categorization (Figure 9b) indicates that grandmothers 
living with their grandchildren have the longest 
average food shortage of 7.0 months, and their 
vulnerability toward food accessibility stands out. 
In summary, it can be argued that not simply 
FHHs, but elderly women living with their 
grandchildren are vulnerable toward food accessibility 
in both the villages considering the length of food 
shortage within the year. 
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Figure 9a: Average Months of Food Shortage in FHHs 
and “Single Mothers” (R Village)
Note: * is the interviewee.
Source: Calculated from answers for the previous year (2005) to a 
questionnaire interview (R, 2006) question no.12A “Which 
months did you have sufficient/insufficient food?” (from 
January 2004 to August 2006), to 85 respondents who 
answered food was insufficient in question no.12 (Sakamoto 
2007: 43).
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Figure 9b: Average Months of Food Shortage
  (M Village)
Note: * is the interviewee.
Source: Calculated from answers for the previous year (2006) to a 
questionnaire interview (M, 2007) question no.12A “Which 
months did you have sufficient/insufficient food?” (from 
January 2006 to August 2007), to 92 respondents who 
answered food was insufficient in question no.12 (Sakamoto 
2008a: 32).
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(2) Food strategies
From the perspective of food shortage, 
vulnerability among FHHs especially consisting of 
elderly women living with their grandchildren was 
prevalent. We now turn to the strategies they take 
when they encounter food shortage.
Figure 10a indicates the food strategies that 
interviewees in Village R take after experiencing 
food shortage. In general, doing piece work (kibarua) 
and buying food is the most typical strategy. There 
are other strategies such as doing business, obtaining 
food from the forest, borrowing money, and eating at 
other’s house. Among the strategies, some women in 
FHHs do kibarua and buy food, and some obtain food 
from the forest or others.
In figure 11a, food strategies of women in FHHs 
and “single mothers” in R Village are indicated by 
household members. While women who do kibarua 
is from various categories of households, most (3 
out of 4) women who obtain food from others are 
elderly women (age unknown). The remaining woman 
who obtains food from others live with her child is 
60, and can be said that all the women are elderly 
women. Women who obtain food from the forest 
are two women who live with their children (51 and 
61 years old), a woman who live with her child and 
grandchild (62 years old), and a woman who live with 
her grandchild (65 years old). Although the household 
members are various, most of the women are relatively 
old.
Also in M Village (Figure 10b), many do kibarua 
in times of food shortage, but business is also common 
followed by “obtaining food from others”. Many 
women in FHHs take either of the above strategies.
Further analysis based on household member 
(Figure 11b) indicates that in M Village, relatively 
younger women from their teens to the 30s do business 
as a strategy to overcome food shortage. Two women 
who live alone (33 and 34 years old), a woman living 
with her mother (26 years old), a woman living with 
her mother and child (18 years old) sell cashew nuts 
when food becomes short. A woman living with her 
child (37 years old) sells milk, and the other (33 years 
old) sells tea. Women who obtain food from others 
are two women (age unknown) living only with her 
grandchild, a woman living alone (age unknown), 
woman living with her mother (45 years old), and 
a woman living with her child (35 years old). In M 
Village, those who obtain food from others include 
those that are assumed to be elderly, but not exclusive 
of.
Figure 10a?Food Strategies (R Village)
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Figure 10b: Food Strategies (M Village)
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Figure 11a: Food Strategies of FHHs and “Single 
Mothers” (R Village, by household member)
Note: P=0.815 (no statistical significance). No. in the boxes are ages of the interviewees.
Source: Calculated from the answers to the questionnaire interview (R, 2006) question no.12B “If food is insufficient, what do you
do?” to 85 respondents who indicated food shortage (Sakamoto 2007: 43).
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Figure 11a: Food Strategies of FHHs and “Single Mothers”
  (R Village, by household member)
Note: P=0.815 (no statistic l significance). No. in the boxes are ages of the interviewees.
Source: Calculated from the answers to the questionnaire interview (R, 2006) question no.12B “If food is 
insufficient, what do you do?” to 85 respondents who indicated food shortage (Sakamoto 2007: 43).
Figure 11b: Food Strategies of FHHs and “Single Mothers” 
 (M Village, by household member)
Note: P=0.844 (no statistical significance). No. in the boxes are ages (and kind of business if relevant) of the 
interviewees.
Source: Calculated from the answers to the questionnaire interview (M, 2007) question no.12B “If food is 
insufficient, what do you do?” to 92 respondents who indicated food shortage (Sakamoto 2008a: 32).
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II. FHHs and Single Mothers in Family Tree 
Analysis and Observations 
1. Families of Female-Heads of Households
Within the 21 family trees that have been 
formulated in R Village and M Village, two of the 
family trees were interviewed from female-heads of 
household. This number is based on a bias from the 
author’s request for “interviewees who knows his/her 
family history” and introduction of relatively more 
elderly men by the informant and VEO, and is not 
necessarily representative of their existence in society. 
However, there are a few characteristics that are worth 
illuminating in the two family trees, therefore, will be 
introduced here.
Figure 12 is a family tree of female-head “H” (58 
years old as of 2007). She gave birth to three girls: 
the first girl was born outside a marriage in her teens, 
the second girl was born with a married partner in 
her early 20s, and the third was in her mid 20s. She 
formally married the father of the second daughter, 
but divorced afterwards. When the author asked 
“Umeachana (Did you divorce, implying based on 
mutual consent)?” she emphasized that the husband 
divorced/deserted her without her consent (acha). She 
did not formally marry the father of her third daughter, 
but he has already passed away.
Figure 13 is also a family tree based on an 
interview from a female-head “M” (41 years old, as 
of 2007). Since then, she gave birth to two boys under 
a formal marriage, but became a widow afterwards. 
She gave birth to a boy and two girls between three 
different men, but has not married any of them. She 
does not reject remarrying, but only to a man who 
would work together.
According to M (2006), it is rare for her to be 
able to live on her own farm throughout the year. 
? ? - 1966 1932-1985
195x? - 196x- ? - 1949- ? - 2001 194x-
?-
2001-2003
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Figure 12?H’s Family Tree and FHH
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During the rainy seasons when food becomes short, 
she would do piece work (kibarua) for a neighboring 
farmer. However, this means that she will have less 
time to take care of her own farm. It is also possible to 
borrow money from a rich business man in the village, 
but is not a good choice because he will take her crops 
with extremely low price in return. In 2006, M was not 
only doing agriculture, but sold tea during the festive 
seasons. 
2. Single Mothers Embedded in MHHs
There were single mothers not only in FHHs but 
also in MHHs. For example in MHH “L” (Figure 14a), 
his third child (second daughter, 30 years old as of 
2006) and fifth child (third daughter, 22 years old as of 
2006) had children without being married, living with 
their parents.
As business, the third child (the second daughter) 
buys coconuts within this village, and sells them in Dar 
es Salaam, the major city of Tanzania. Although her 
status did not look stable, she owned more clothes than 
others, and also a radio.33 Since her business sometime 
took her out of the village, her elementary school child 
was often taken care of by his grandparents and aunt 
(third daughter).
The fifth child (the third daughter) also lived 
with her parents along with her small child. She did 
housework such as cooking, and with her fiancé, 
started to cultivate the land given to them by her 
father. She sometimes sold supper at the market (mama 
untilie) with her neighbor; but did not seem to sell so 
well.34
Their father was a stable farmer, and never lacked 
food through the year. He sometimes hired kibarua 
during the rainy season, and had accumulation of rice 
in one of the locked rooms of his house. Therefore, the 
single mothers took various strategies to enrich their 
living, under their father’s stable food supply.
The third daughter married her fiancé (the father 
of her child) soon after, and in 2007, she was living 
in a different household (Figure 14b). On the other 
hand, there was a son and two grandchildren living 
together with “L”. The son was his fourth child (second 
son): he went to Dar es Salaam for a job, but came 
back to the village without much success. One of the 
grandchildren had parents living within the village, 
but came to live with his grandparents so that the 
secondary school child could concentrate on his work. 
Figure 14a: L’s Family Tree and MHH (August 2006)
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The relationship with the other grandchild was more 
complicated (Figure 14c): it was a grandchild from his 
previously married (later divorced) wife. His daughter 
(mother of the grandchild, in her 40s as of 2007) 
with this previous wife is presently living with a new 
partner, and is included in a MHH, but has experienced 
three births out of marriage, a marriage, and a divorce.
Conclusion
In this article, vulnerability and characteristics 
have been analyzed focusing on FHHs and single 
mothers in rural communities of southeast Tanzania. 
(1) Vulnerability and Strategies
As results on the vulnerability and strategies for 
food shortage, the following three conclusions can be 
made.
Firstly, we analyzed single mothers not only 
in FHHs but also in MHHs within the questionnaire 
interviews and family tree analysis. However, as a 
result of the analysis, vulnerability of single mothers 
was not prevalent especially in food insecurity and 
livestock ownership at least within the respondents.
Secondly, although there were only a few FHHs 
and “single mothers” that owned livestock, the few 
FHHs or “single mothers” that owned livestock 
included the rare big cattle (goats and cows), which 
indicates a gap within FHHs and “single mothers”. 
This confirmed the previous research that indicated 
gaps and diversities within FHHs.35 Furthermore, 
the ownership of farm land and cattle amongst the 
FHHs was on their own, unlike men and women in 
couple-headed households who owned them with 
their partners. This may give some indication of the 
independence of FHHs.
Thirdly, looking into food shortage, there was 
vulnerability among women in FHHs, especially 
elderly women. However, elderly women often 
obtained food from others, which points at the 
community’s social norms to support them. This is 
consistent with the point that widows at the latter 
half of their life cycle tend to depend on gifts as 
indicated in the previous research in west Tanzania.36 
Furthermore, elderly women also obtained food 
from the forest, and can be understood that they have 
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knowledge on food from the forest.37
On the other hand, young women had different 
livelihood strategies. This was especially visible 
in Village M, where young women proactively 
supplemented their food shortage through business.
In conclusion, it can be argued that although 
FHHs have vulnerability in terms of food shortage, 
they have their livelihood strategies according to their 
status, and there were community ethics to support 
them. Elderly women had livelihood strategies within 
the community mutual support, or at times using 
their traditional knowledge. On the other hand, young 
women had livelihood strategies to obtain cash within 
the diversifying environment, constructing a new way 
of living without a partner, beyond the traditional 
gender division of labor. 
(2) Characteristics
In terms of characteristics, the following points 
have been understood from the family trees.
Although the family trees of FHHs were limited 
to two examples, both examples had characteristics 
such as divorce or widowhood after a formal marriage 
and giving birth out of marriage. In the previous 
research of west Tanzania38, being unmarried, 
divorced/separated, widowed was considered as part of 
a life-cycle, and was analyzed accordingly. However, 
examples in the family tree indicated that they were 
not necessarily in an order of a life-cycle, but rather 
came in different orders to the same person. 
Secondly, comparison of the family trees over 
time (2006 and 2007) indicated movement between 
households even within a year. Applying a research 
method to capture the dynamics of “FHHs” and “single 
mothers” is also important.
(3) Future research on FHH
Lastly, following are some additional important 
points for future research on FHHs. 
In the family tree analysis of this research, there 
was a female-head who became single after being 
abandoned by her husband, and a female-head who 
prefered to be single after being widowed. In the 
previous research39, being female-heads were 
illustrated as a pro-active choice. In order to understand 
the agency as well as the dynamics of female-heads, 
their life histories can be an effective method.
In addition, (i) the identification of “head”, 
(ii) information on income and remittance, 
(iii) research to capture both agency and representation 
is also important aspects for further research. In 
the questionnaire interviews, “heads” or “marital 
status” was not questioned; therefore, definitions of 
“FHH” and “single mother” were rather arbitrary. 
Furthermore, income and remittance sent from family 
members outside of the household members living 
in the same house is also important to understand the 
situation of FHHs. Research methodology sufficient 
to represent the area, as well as indepth research 
to understand the agency of the female-heads are 
important for further understanding of FHHs.
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2007).
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30 The interviewees were not limited to household-heads. 
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in Tanzania are 4.9 and for MHHs are 6.2. Most MHHs 
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女性世帯主世帯は脆弱か？
―タンザニア南東部のコミュニティにおける生計戦略から―
阪本　公美子
要約
女性世帯主世帯は脆弱な属性として議論されてきたが、その脆弱性はタンザニアのみならずアフリカ
全般においても疑問視されつつある。本論は、タンザニア南東部の 2 村の中心部に暮らす女性世帯主世
帯における女性、並びにシングル・マザーの食料へのアクセスに焦点を当て、彼女たちの生計戦略を分
析した。食料不足に関しては、女性世帯主世帯における高齢女性の脆弱性が顕著である一方、男性世帯
主世帯におけるシングル・マザーに脆弱性は見られなかった。しかし高齢女性は、食料不足の際、他人
から食料を贈与してもらうことが多く、伝統的な知識に基づき森から食料を得ることもあった。他方、
若い女性は、食料を補うため日雇い労働（キバルア）や小商いを行うことが頻繁に見られた。家畜や土
地所有に関しても、女性世帯主の女性たちの間、シングル・マザーたちの間でも差があり、彼女たちの
多様性がみられた。結論として、女性世帯主世帯の中で脆弱性はみられるが、コミュニティの規範の中
におけるそれぞれの立場を利用した生計戦略が明らかになった。但し、コミュニティからの支援やそれ
ぞれの自助努力が脆弱性を乗り越えるために充分と言えるのかどうか、彼女たち視点、並びにより広範
な視点から、さらなる調査・研究が必要である。
Are Female-Headed Households More Vulnerable?
From Livelihood strategies within communities of Southeast Tanzania
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Abstract
Female-headed households (FHHs) tend to be discussed as vulnerable groups, but its vulnerabilities are also being 
questioned in Tanzania, and throughout the African continent. This article analyzes FHHs as well as single mothers 
of two village centers in southeast Tanzania, especially on their access to food and their livelihood strategies within 
the community. FHHs, especially elderly women, tend to be vulnerable in terms of access to food, but vulnerability 
was not seen among single mothers in MHHs. However, elderly women were able to receive food as gift from 
others, or to collect food from the forest. On the other hand, younger women had strategies of casual work (kibarua) 
and petty trade. Differences were also seen in livestock and land ownership. In conclusion, it can be argued that 
FHHs are diverse, and they endeavor strategies based on their position and knowledge within the community that 
support them upon necessity. Further research from various perspectives is necessary to understand the sufficiency 
of their livelihood strategies and the support from the community to overcome their vulnerability.
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